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Call us over the top, but we're 
betting on OTT branded 
channels as the next big thing. 
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A buddy comedy and a kid-friendly horror 
show are among the cutest and coolest 
projects readying for delivery. 
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COVER Our sold cover features an ad for Federation Kids & Family, 
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Keep calm 


and... 


hile | write this, the COVID-19 virus is 

spreading across the world. MIPTV has 

been cancelled. SXSW has been can- 
celled. The Game Developers Conference has been 
postponed. Travel has been disrupted. UNESCO 
estimates more than 300 million kids around the 
world are out of school. 

Imagine being a kid and hearing that this 
pandemic has broken out in Italy, France, Germany 
and the US. 

Anxiety was already running rampant in their 
circles. Children are living in a world filled with 
divisive identity politics. They're told the planet 
we know today may be drastically affected by 
climate change by the time they're adults. Bullying 
is everywhere, thanks in no small part to the way 
social media is changing interpersonal dynamics. 
(Have you heard of Finsta? The fake account you 
have for your fake friends?) Beauty and masculinity 
norms are evolving (my style-envy was shaped 
by Elle, not today’s ever-present Instagram and 
YouTube models living their #bestlives). Four- and 
five-year-olds are experiencing active-shooter drills. 


And now, we have a pandemic. The world is only 
getting more stressful. 
So how can we help? First, there's the obvious: 
representation. It can’t be stressed enough (no 
pun intended) that seeing themselves reflected on 
screen is hugely important to kids’ mental health. 
It’s great to see that Netflix is tackling the 
topic of childhood anxiety, and | look forward to 
hearing about more shows that shed light on this 
issue in the future. (Read more about specific ef- 


forts companies and schools are making to tackle 
anxiety on p. 23). 

Second, there’s helping kids learn coping mech- 
anisms. Shows like Slumberkins and The Kissing 
Hand from Henson are meant to help develop 
mindfulness techniques in kids as young as four—a 
trend that’s only likely to keep growing. (Puppets 
and other soft, cuddly creatures are also helping 
soothe nerves—check out the story on p. 14.) 

But | was also really excited to see how quickly 
the industry could move to tackle specific stressors. 
Italy put the entire country on lockdown and 
cancelled school. That's a lot of frightened children 
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FROM THE EDITOR 


suddenly stuck at home without their normal sup- 
port network of peers and teachers. 

So Rai mobilized, sending out targeted content 
addressing kids’ biggest concerns. It wasn’t fancy: 
show hosts and celebs answered real questions 
from kids in new dedicated blocks, and the broad- 
caster used social media to encourage healthy 
habits, like good hand hygiene. But Rai got to the 
heart of anxiety: not understanding something 
that’s out of your control. 

It’s our job in the industry to help kids make 


sense of things. It doesn’t need to be complicated 
or complex. For example, Canada’s CBC Kids rolled 
out an explainer for COVID-19 that was so well 
put together that CBC News picked it up for its 
grown-up site. 


The current COVID pandemic is a rapidly evolv- 
ing unknown. We have no idea how long the crisis 
will last, or what implications it will have on short- 
and long-term business dealings. 

And while we don’t know what the world will 
look like on the other end of it, at least we can 
offer kids some sense of calm in the storm. 
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10 things on our radar this month 


Crisis control 


The ongoing COVID-19 (coronavirus) outbreak has 
resulted in tragic losses on a human level, and the ripple 
effects continue to be felt across the world. According to 
UN trade agency UNCTAD, the continued uncertainty could 
cost the global economy USS! trillion in 2020. As for the 
outbreak’s impact on the entertainment industry, a growing 
number of key events have been cancelled or postponed 
due to concerns around the virus, including MIPTV (France), 
Cartoons on the Bay (Italy) and the London Book Fair (UK). 
Additionally, China’s theater closures led to a USS1.9-billion 
box-office loss over two months, and toycos that rely on 
Chinese factories are expecting sales declines in 2020 due 
to production delays. Companies are finding ways to cope, 
however, with prodcos holding virtual meetings and events 
to maintain their relationships, and Italian pubcaster Rai 
helping kids stuck in quarantine cope with new educational 
content and messaging about the virus. 


Roku 


My Food 
° 


L/. S 

That’s so original! 

For years, OTT platform Roku resisted the pull many 
of its peers have felt to dive into original programming. But 
now, Roku is reportedly in talks with producers about creating 
original content, according to Digiday. At this point, the con- 
versations appear to be exploratory, and Roku told Kidscreen 
it isn’t currently creating original series and doesn’t have any 
plans to do so “at this time.” The company did not, however, 
deny the conversations with producers took place. 


12 words to rule them all 


After YouTube announced late last year that it has 


earmarked US$100 million for kids content, it recently 

put out the first set of funding criteria for producers. Ina 
brief obtained by Kidscreen, YouTube says it’s looking for 
content that fits 12 characteristics (including courage, com- 
passion, empathy and creativity). Over at New York Toy 
Fair, meanwhile, all eyes were on the AVOD as Jakks Pacific, 
Jazwares, Moose Toys and Spin Master all announced new 


deals with YouTubers. 


4 | Preschool powerhouse 


Keith Chapman, creator of PAW Patrol and Bob 
the Builder, is ready for his next big hit. Or two. Or is it 
three? His new preschool series with Spin Master, Mighty 
Express, was picked up by Netflix, plus Chapman is serving as 
executive producer on the upcoming animated show Buddi 
(also headed to the SVOD). Finally, he inked a development 
deal with Island of Misfits Media Ventures for his upcoming 
CGl-animated preschool series Farmer Mars. 


Meet the new boss 


It’s Bob Chapek’s house (of mouse) now. The for- 


mer chairman of Disney’s parks, experiences and products 
took over as CEO after Bob Iger abruptly announced 

he was stepping down. lger had served for 15 years and 
was at the helm when Disney acquired Pixar, Marvel and 
Lucasfilm. He will stay on as executive chairman, while 
Chapek oversees day-to-day operations, which could have 
a lasting impact on the business as it competes in the 
streaming wars. 
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6) Popping the bubble 
As part of efforts to save US$500 

million within two years, ViacomCBS is 
planning to sell its publishing unit Simon 
& Schuster, according to CEO Bob Bakish. 
Following layoffs and cancellations of three 
original scripted series produced by third- 
party studios, could the company’s pay-TV 
channel Pop be next? 


7) Time for ads 

Pocket.watch is ready to add to 

its portfolio with marketing. The prodco 

launched full-service agency Clockwork in 

an effort to respond to changes in children’s 

advertising and help other companies 

navigate the landscape. The agency 

will create and execute targeted media 

campaigns across multiple platforms. 


8 Back on track 

Mattel has announced seasons 23 
and 24 of Thomas & Friends are headed 
to Netflix in the US. The series moved to 
Nick Jr. just two years ago in a deal that also 
saw Nickelodeon take over as the brand's 
exclusive US licensing agent. Now, Nick will 
no longer air the show in the US, and CP 
rights revert back to the toyco. 


9 The final countdown 
Netflix isn’t normally a fan of 
public-facing metrics, but it rolled out a new 
top-10 list that lets subscribers see the most- 
watched shows in their country. The SVOD 
confirmed there are no plans to extend the 
feature to the kids section, but could this be 

the new metric international broadcasters 
and toy retailers have been looking for? 


10 Back in business 

Former Nickelodeon president Cyma 
Zarghami is getting back into kids content 
with the new full-service prodco MIMO 
Studio. Armed with plans to create 44- to 
60-minute films for approximately US$2 
million apiece, the studio will be a company 
to watch as it begins seeking broadcast and 
distribution partners. 
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The 


Kidscreen checks in on the content needs of international 


UK & Ireland edition 


Monster Entertainment (Ireland) 


Andrew Fitzpatrick 
Chairman 


Looking for: Action and non-verbal comedies. We have a great cata- 
logue of preschool series, but we don’t have enough content for older 
kids to satisfy the demand from our broadcasters. Non-verbal comedies such as Jungle 
Beat and Gazoon have done well for us—now we need more. 


Style: CG and 2D animation. We're not looking for hybrid or live action. 
Demographic: Four to eight and six to Tl 
Format: We are flexible, but ideally at least 26 x five minutes, or longer. 


Buying strategy: Because we don't do a lot of co-development, we're looking for shows that 
are fully financed or almost financed. Budget is not really a factor in our acquisitions. We want 
high-end productions, but sometimes this can be achieved in the writing and design. 


Recently acquired series: Urban Tails, Tommy and Robbie, Wow Wow Rolling Friends 


Serious Lunch (UK) 


Genevieve Dexter 
Founder and CEO 


Looking for: Our slate includes everything from high-end animated series 

to long-running, factual entertainment formats. We like to avoid shows that 

are similar to what's in our existing catalogue. There is a lack of comedy animation for older 
kids right now, and while some of that will be coming through our pipeline from sister com- 
pany Eye Present, we are looking for an acquisition in this space for Serious Lunch. 


Style: Any type of animation 
Demographic: Six to eight or eight to 12 


Format: 52 x 1l minutes for free and pay-TV distribution, plus shorter formats with story 
arcs for our SVOD clients. 

Buying strategy: If a project is early-stage animation, we will consider it for co-production 
through Eye Present. A typical budget would be in the US$250,000 to US$300,000 per 
half-hour range. If a project is live action or animation, and is 80% funded, Serious Lunch 
can come on board to close financing and take the distribution rights. 


Recently acquired series: The New Legends of Monkey (seasons one and two), Tik Tak 


= re) ok U distributors. For more of this type of intel, check out 
Kidscreen’s Global Pitch Guide at kidscreen.com. 


Hoho Entertainment 
and Hoho Rights (UK) 


Helen Howells 
Joint managing director 


Looking for: Animation series that appeal to 
the six-plus audience in the action, adventure 
and comedy genres. We currently have plenty 
of preschool titles, so we're keen to expand our 
offerings for older kids. 


Style: We're mostly on the lookout for CG- 
and 2D-animated series, though we're open to 
live-action and hybrid series, too. 


Demographic: Six to 12, kids and family 


Format: Three or five minutes for short form, 
and Tl and 22 minutes for long-form toons. 
No fewer than 26 episodes for animation, 
and preferably a minimum of 10 half-hours for 
live action. 


Buying strategy: As a producer and interna- 
tional distributor, any projects we get involved 
in need to have global appeal. For third-party 
distribution, we mostly look for shows that are 
fully financed or almost fully financed. With 
any new development deals, we will strive 

to keep the creator at the heart of project, 
but the budgets and funding models will 
largely depend on our broadcast/platform and 
co-production partners, as well as where we 
produce the show. We recently signed a new 
co-pro deal for Juana Iguana with Miami-based 
company JLI, which, given the heritage of the 
brand, means we're eyeing studios in LatAm. 


Recently acquired series: The Overcoat, Little 
Luke & Lucy, Chickpea & Friends 
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tarburns ro 


fter making a name for itself with pop- 
Al ular Adult Swim shows Rick and Morty, 
Mary Shelley's Frankenhole and Moral 
Orel, California-based Starburns Industries is out to 
prove it can broaden its audience with Log—the 
prodco's first long-form animated kids series. 
Starburns is a co-pro partner on the 13 x 
Tl-minute 2D comedy for six- to 12-year-olds with 
Melbourne's Pirate Size Productions. Created by 
Pirate Size creative producer Dan Nixon, the series 
centers around a mysterious chunk of timber (think 
Wilson, the volleyball from Castaway) that floats, 
rolls, falls and is carried into the lives of people in 
need. And despite being a non-sentient piece of 
wood, Log always finds a way to help. 
According to Starburns head of development 
Simon Oré, the prodco always wanted to expand 


into the kids space, but took some time to find a 
project matching its four pillars of storytelling— 
make it funny, strange, sad and beautiful. 

“We think these elements are universal and 
stand out in children’s programming as much as 
adult content,” says Oré. “Log has these in spades.” 

He adds that the company also didn’t want to be 
known as a one-genre wonder. “We want to be a 
studio that tells all sorts of stories, and even though 
we make a lot of different things [Starburns’ port- 
folio includes 2015's Oscar-nominated stop-motion 
film Anomalisa], we don’t want to just keep pump- 
ing out Adult Swim science-fiction shows.” 

The company was also intrigued by the fact that 
the show's unlikely hero is an inanimate, speech- 
less drifter onto which kids and adults can project 
whatever they want or need. To work around the 


lls with Log 


The company behind Rick and Morty is making a kids show starring a 
piece of wood. But will six- to 12-year-olds buy into its absurdist humor? 


character's static quality, Log’s emotions are brought 
to life through devices including framing shots; the 
use of external elements, such as rain that lands on 
Log like tears; and music. The character can also 
whistle when wind whips down its stump top and 
out the small crack of its mouth. 

Pirate Size producer Bryony McLachlan says the 
prodco was a little nervous at first that people 
wouldn't get the show, but so far pitching has 
gone well, and broadcasters are drawn to the 
series’ heart. “People have been on board, which 
is somewhat surprising—but also very exciting,” 
says McLachlan. 

Oré says Log has been the perfect first kids 
project to work on. “Whatever the fate of Log, we 
want to figure out how to keep working together 
because we love the chemistry.” — Jeremy Dickson 
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hopes will attract a wide audience, says CEO and 
president Tommy Tallarico. 

“We're going after the more than two billion 
people who play games on mobile,” says Tallarico. 
“| don’t see Sony or Microsoft as our competition. 
Let them fight over the world’s millions of hardcore 
gamers. We're targeting the many families that will 
play casual games together if given the option.” 

In an effort to carve out that family-focused 
niche for itself, the company discovered through 
research that parents’ biggest concern is that 
kids might see something inappropriate while 
gaming. And so Intellivision Amico will only offer 
family-friendly games rated E (everyone) or E10+ 
(everyone, 10 and up). 

The console comes with five built-in games 
spanning sports, original and retro titles, card and 
board games. And because it’s an underserved 


market in video games, it will also offer edutain- 
ment games specifically for kids ages two to 
seven, Tallarico says. 
To help families play together, the console is 
rolling out with two controllers (most systems 
@ only include one), and as many as eight players 
2 Cc ] A t Mm can connect to it simultaneously through their 
smartphones by using the free Intellivision Amico 
app. Users can also share games they've bought 


: ‘ ; with others for free by using technology built into 
Seeing a demand for casual video games that kids and Peceeedecliece 


families can play together, Intellivision is launching “We want to remove all the barriers that the 


the new Intellivision Amico console this October. video game industry has,” says Tallarico. 
“In our focus testing, we saw that the three 
At] a time when kids are frequently gaming but that’s exactly what California-based Intellivision | most important things to Millennial parents are 


on their phones, reboot fatigue is real, Entertainment is doing. This October, the video that games are rated E for everyone, that the 

the video game market is dominated game maker is rebooting its popular-in-the-’80s prices are low, and that casual gamers who have 
by congloms, and parental concern about what Intellivision console. never played a video game on a console before 
kids are seeing on their screens (and for how long Seeing a gap in the market for a console that can sit down and play this. And that’s how we 
they're seeing it) is as strong as ever. It’s not easy encourages families to play together, the compa- bring kids and families together to game with us.” 
to join the fray with a new console aimed at kids, ny greenlit the new Intellivision Amico, a device it —Ryan Tuchow 
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Iconic characters tailored for success 
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What we can't get 
enough of right now! 


The 


BIG 


GIG 


e 
Simon 
ails Jeremy Dickson 
P h | D S Features & Special Projects Editor 


The final season of Star Wars: The 


oo. : ; Clone Wars on Disney+ has been very 
THE BIG GIG: Senior in-house advisor at Moonbug previousty: EVP & GM of Disney Consumer satisfying so far. Its episode-per-week 


Products for EMEA A STEP IN THE CP DIRECTION After growing its content business, London-based schedule, however? Not so much. 
kids entertainment company Moonbug is now looking to build up its brands with CP by tapping 
Simon Philips as its senior in-house advisor. His goal is to make sure content and consumer 
products work hand in hand. “The industry no longer waits 18 months from when a show first 
debuts before bringing its toys to shelves,” says Philips. “We're looking for partners who are 
ready to meet kids’ instant demand for new products.” GLOBAL GRowTH Moonbug launched 

in 2018, and is rapidly building its international presence with new IP acquisitions, including 
South African soccer brand Supa Strikas and South Korean animated series ARPO. But as its CP 
business grows to support this IP boom, the company is focusing on its preschool brands Little 
Baby Bum and 2D-animated series My Magic Pet Morphle, he says. DATA-DRIVEN Philips served as 
managing director of 4Kids Entertainment and president of Marvel Entertainment International 
before moving on to manage Disney’s CP in EMEA. Now, he plans to help Moonbug grow 

by leveraging his experience using data to drive consumption. The company is already usin ° 
ee : guide its content. After Enea viewers pate more with ed Elizabeth Foster 
school buses, for example, Moonbug quickly rolled out Go Buster! starring a wee yellow bus. Copy Chief & Special Reports Editor 
Philips plans to bring that same data-driven sensibility to CP. “Unlike traditional studios, we Relax! Toymakers are launching 
don't just have to give our partners a style guide and some idea of what our shows are about, products that focus on keeping kids 
and then wait for products,” he says. “We know right away what kids are connecting with and calm, like Canal Toys’ ASMR kit and Spin 
can plan specific CP around that.” Master's Zen Catz figures (pictured). 


France Televisions. @ 


franceetv -4 rtbr@® ur 4 2) = 


Ceské televize 


M = D I ATOO N Cig@esm Pionlat DssmaART Kir Bink? © 


Iconic characters tailored for success 


14 


J SCREEN | April 2020 


The ite touch 


Demand for tactile kids shows is growing in a market dominated by CG animation, 
but puppets and stop motion are often ex The trick to success 
is knowing which budget strings to pull 


a 


BY: JEREMY DICKSON 


Pipeline’s Paper Port characters are made from plastic and paper, and feature 2D-animated faces 


hen The Child—a.k.a. Baby Yoda—from 


Disney’s popu 
Mandalorian fi 
his adorable fuzzy-tex 
November, it was love a 


ar Star Wars series The 
rst graced screens with 
tured green face last 
first sight for kids and 


families around the world. Not only did the break- 


out Disney+ creature ins 
net memes, the puppet 
become the most 


pire thousands of inter- 
elped The Mandalorian 


in-demand series world- 


wide for most of Decem 


ber, according to Parrot 


Analytics. As audiences eagerly await the launch 
of season two in October, a whole new crop of 
tactile children’s content is preparing for its mo- 
ment in the spotlight, including Slumberkins (The 
Jim Henson Company), The Tiny Chef (Bodega 
Studios), Donkey Hodie (Fred Rogers Productions) 
and Wonder Woollies (Pipeline Productions). 

So why are soft, huggable puppet characters 
and tactile series so popular right now? The cute 
factor obviously plays a part, as does the fact 
that puppets can be easily dubbed into other 
languages. The consumer products opportuni- 
ty doesn’t hurt, either. More studios are buying 
in for reasons that include addressing a gap in 
the market; meeting demand from streamers 
for visually unique, experimental content; and 


diversifying pipelines for sustainability. But 
actile shows are often expensive to make, pose 
ricky technical demands, and can be incredibly 
ime-consuming. So how do companies strike 
he right balance? 


Puppets on demand 

Despite a wealth of historic and iconic pup- 
pet characters—from Big Bird to Kermit to Ba- 
nanas in Pyjamas—there’s a lack of puppets on 
screen today. A whopping 0% of shows in the 
US and just 1% in Canada star only puppets, 
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according toa study of kids TV characters fromthe 
Center for Scholars and Storytellers out of UCLA 
and Ryerson University. Shows that blend live 
action, animation and puppets—a la Sesame 
Street—help bring puppetry representation up to 
11%. Despite this bump, 75% of the industry is 
dominated by animated fare. 

But Halle Stanford, president of television 
at puppet specialist The Jim Henson Company, 
notes the study doesn’t include children’s shows 
on VODs like Netflix and YouTube, where unique 
visual projects are increasingly finding homes. 
When everything is CG-animated, puppets are 
proving to be a differentiating factor. 

“Across streaming and social media platforms, 
kids and parents can watch more puppet produc- 
tions than ever before, including nostalgic shows 
like Fraggle Rock and The Muppet Show,” Stanford 
says. “There’s a lot of appetite for risk and trying 
new things [on the streamers] 


Take, for example, Henson’s critically ac- 
claimed Netflix original prequel series The Dark 
Crystal: Age of Resistance, which bowed world- 
wide in August and features an unprecedented 
170-plus puppets brought to life by nearly 100 
puppeteers. Though it’s a high-budget fantasy 


Henson’s The Kissing Hand will help 
preschoolers cope with anxiety at school 


series, the prequel struck a balance between 
practical effects and CG enhancements, and 
Henson saved money and time in production by 
using 3D printing to create a plethora of puppet 
parts for the show’s detailed Skeksis characters. 
According to Parrot Analytics, the series became 
the third most in-demand digital original series 
in the US the week after its release, trailing only 
Stranger Things and 13 Reasons Why. 

Today, Henson is developing a pair of new 
puppet shows in Slumberkins and The Kiss- 


ing Hand. But despite the streamers’ general 
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Every frame in Stretchy’s mindfulness series Kiri 
and Lou is handcrafted with paper ani delay. 


willingness to try new looks—and Henson’s re- 
cent success and longevity in puppetry—increas- 
ing the number of fuzzy characters on screen 
won't be an overnight fix. The lack of puppetry 
specialists capable of delivering premium con- 
tent is slowing growth for the entire movement. 
“There are hundreds of animation companies, but 
only a handful of puppet studios,” Stanford says. 


Fresh clay 
And what if you don’t have a global Netflix deal 
or deep R&D pockets? And you're new to tactile 
and children’s productions? Christchurch, New 
Zealand-based studio Stretchy faced this sce- 
nario in making Kiri and Lou, a handcrafted 52 
x five-minute preschool production written and 
directed by Harry Sinclair (The Lord of the Rings) 
that premiered last year. Using a blend of clay 
stop motion and paper cut-outs, the goal of the 
show was to make a gentle series about two di- 
nosaurs exploring their emotions, says Stretchy 
CEO and series co-producer Fiona Copland. 

“If you're going to make a handcrafted show 
witha distinct look, it can compete if it offers some- 
thing different in the writing—more emotional 


engagement or a unique sense of humor,’ says 
Copland. TVNZ (New Zealand) and CBC (Canada) 
took notice and signed on as co-commissioners. 
Three-quarters of the show's US$3.7-million bud- 
get was provided by TVNZ and a New Zealand 
screen production grant, with Canadian tax cred- 
its and the CBC covering the rest. 

Since premiering on TVNZ in March 2019, 
the series has been sold to broadcasters including 
CBeebies (UK) and ABC (Australia). Talent involved 
in the project includes co-producer Heather Walk- 
er from co-pro partner Yowza! Animation; anima- 
tion director and storyboarder Antony Elworthy 
(Isle of Dogs, Coraline); and animator/writer Rachel 
Larson (Tiny Chef, ParaNorman). 

“We brought brilliant animators in from all 
over the world that Harry wanted to work with, 
says Copland. “It was definitely not the most 
cost-efficient way of doing things, but we made a 
lot of effort to make the content strong.” 

Despite the show’s success, Stretchy is switch- 
ing to 2D animation on a new series called The 
Woolleys to save money and time. “It will be just 
as idiosyncratic as Kiri and Lou, but we'll be able to 
make it faster,’ says Copland. 


Diverse pipelines 
Offering a number of different styles is a good 
way to future-proof your company, according 
o Pipeline Studios CEO Luis Lopez. Along with 
production capabilities in CG, 2D and live action, 
he Hamilton, Canada-based studio (Star vs. The 
Forces of Evil) also makes hybrid projects in- 
cluding short-form series Papernauts (Discovery 
Kids) and Paper Port, a paper cut-out stop-mo- 
ion/2D-animated series co-produced by Pipe- 
ine’s newly acquired Chilean studio Zumbastico. 
After airing in Latin America on kidsnets in- 
cluding Gloob (Brazil) and Discovery Kids (Latin 
America), Paper Port was picked up by ABC (Aus- 
ralia), as well as broadcasters in India and China. 
Production is underway on season two, and a fea- 
ure film is in the works. 


“There is always a need to be innovative with 
our production models, but the challenge of get- 
ing kids’ attention is also at an all-time high. 
Tactile shows bring a lot of new opportunities 
or content creators and producers,” says Lopez. 
“We're finding there's high value in productions 
hat show the handmade aspect of the artist. We 
are sending a message to our audience that they 
can make things, too.” 

The handmade nature of tactile shows also cre- 


ates opportunities for green consumer products. 
UK-based Coolabi Group recently took advantage 
of this by partnering with organic CP company 
ChunkiChilli to create a line of hand-knit toys for 
its preschool stop-motion series Clangers. 

Additionally, quieter tactile shows with hug- 
gable characters and social-emotional storylines 
are helping ease anxiety in both kids and parents. 
Henson's upcoming series Slumberkins is based on 
a successful mindfulness toy and book brand of 
the same name that helps younger children deal 
with anxious times. 


“The brand has resonated because parents 
are craving simplicity and calmness for their 
children right now,’ says Stanford. “It’s a pretty 
chaotic world, so getting back to crafty textures 
that make shows feel heartfelt and homey is 
very appealing.” 
According to Marie-Louise Mares, a professor 
with expertise in children’s media and education- 
al TV at the University of Wisconsin-Madison, 
having a soothing and dependable set of char- 
acters that show friendly, caring behaviors can 
be very comforting for preschoolers and their 
parents. “This was part of the appeal of Mister 
Rogers,” says Mares. “An early study showed that 
when children were feeling bad (the researcher 
praised another kid, and not them), they were 
more likely to choose Mister Rogers than other 
aster-paced content.” 
And when something looks handmade, we 
eel it on a visceral level, Copland says. “The fact 
hat it’s not perfect makes us understand its emo- 
ional authenticity without even realizing it” I 


Comcast enhances 
discoverability 


US pay-TV provider Comcast Xfinity is taking a more human approach 
to boost discovery for kids content. Will the strategy pay off? 


BY: JEREMY DICKSON 


To 


demand options, US cable giant Comcast launched 


increase subscriber engagement and 
help viewers find what they want in a 
sea of live TV, streaming and on- 


a new series in December called Xfinity Hangouts, 
which puts content decision-makers in front of 
the camera to offer up recommendations and 
interview talent. 

Xfinity TV’s kids and music editor Rose Farrales 
is one of seven editors involved in the program, 
which aims to supplement Comcast's data-driven 
content recommendations. Though it is not the 
first platform to leverage human curators—Netflix 
is testing a team-led recommendation feature 
called Collections, and Disney+ is curated by a 
combination of people and machine learning 
algorithms—Comceast is arguably taking the lead 
on amore personalized path to discovery for kids 
and families. 

The initiative comes as Comcast expands 
its cross-platform kids content offerings. The 
company became the first multichannel video 
programming distributor to launch the CBS All 


Access app in January. And it recently acquired 
Xumo, a free ad-supported streaming service that 
provides kids channels like Ameba, Pocket.watch 
and HooplaKidz. 

More importantly, the activity comes as Comcast 
prepares to launch NBCUniversal’s SVOD service 
Peacock on April 15, and as it continues to evolve 
its walled-off Kids Zone on the Xfinity X1 platform. 
Aimed at kids ages 12 and under and their parents, 
Kids Zone aggregates in-house library and third- 
party children’s content from all Comcast plat- 
forms, including live TV, Xfinity On Demand’s free 
and paid VOD catalogue, and any saved program- 
ming on Comcast’s DVR. 

Kidscreen spoke with Farrales and Comcast VP 
of editorial and programming, content strategy 
and operations Brynn Lev about the cable provid- 
er’s discoverability efforts and OTT evolution. 


Why put a human face on 
recommended content? 

Brynn Lev: An actual editor personality is another 
way for us to speak to our customers. It could be 
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that we create a stunt for kids to vote for their 
favorite SpongeBob character—which we did with 
our voice-activated Pineapple Poll—or it could be 
Rose helping a customer navigate content through 
her lens and expertise as a mom. We know our 
curation and algorithms may not be for every- 
one, but a combination [of the two] should work 
to satisfy any need a customer has in terms of 
content discovery. 


What does that look like for kids? 
Rose Farrales: Kids really respond to image-rich 
guides, and they love characters and faces. They 
also love speaking into the X1 remote. So we have 
infused all of these elements in the kids section. 

Because kids love the voice remote, we work 
with our partners so kids can get shout-outs from 
their favorite characters or personalities—like we 
did with Joshua Dela Cruz, the host of Blue’s Clues 
& You. As a human curator, we want to put this 
front and center to ensure kids can find their new 
favorite show or character easily. 

[According to Comcast, the top kids voice 
commands for 2019, in order, were SpongeBob, 
PAW Patrol, Free Kids Movies, Mickey Mouse 
Clubhouse and Henry Danger. Voice usage by 
all demos continues to grow year over year, and 
Comcast hit 7.5 billion hours of VOD viewing in 
2019, a 20% lift over 2018.] 


How is Comcast choosing 

its OTT partners? 

BL: The company took a big leap a few years ago 
with the inclusion of Netflix and YouTube. But | 
wouldn't say there are major differences in how 
we partner with a Netflix, an HBO or a Viacom, 
versus how we've been partnering with NBC for 
years. The blanket statement is that we are open 
to anyone who wants to be on our platform, 
but we are also being very strategic about who 
actually makes it onto the platform. Quality over 
quantity definitely comes into play because we 
aren’t interested in being the land of 5,000 apps. 
We'd rather be strategic and help round out the 
customer’s entertainment offering. 


Do you plan to develop original 
content for Kids Zone? 

BL: We have a whole entertainment division with 
NBC that is really the engine for original content 
and that type of licensing. For us, we will continue 
to focus on content engagement and ensure 
customers have a unique, differentiated content 
discovery experience. 
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To maximize sales opps, MGA Entertainment offers brand-adjacent gifts for its Poopsie mag 
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Page turners 


Magazine readership may be down, but IP owners are 
counting on kid-focused titles to bolster their brands. 


BY: ELIZABETH FOSTER 


“ is difficult to engage children who are 

It used to having a screen in front of them 
with a piece of paper.” 

That's from Simon Leggett, 
rector at UK-based market research company 
Childwise, discussing the ongoing decline in 
magazine readership among kids. The 2020 
Childwise Monitor—an annual report surveying 
more than 2,000 children across the UK that 
examines the media consumption of kids ages 
five to 16—found that only 39% of children read 
magazines and comics, a 12% decline compared 
to the year before. The data shows younger kids 
(ages five to 10) are more likely to flip through 
mags and comics than their older counterparts 


research di- 


(ages 11 to 16), with the majority of children who 
don’t read magazines or comics saying it’s be- 
cause they’re boring (19%). 

“The fact that fewer kids are reading maga- 
zines has been an ongoing trend, but the change 
lin the 2020 report] was particularly marked,’ 
says Leggett. “We actually made the decision last 
year, for this 2020 report, to remove a question 
asking children to name their favorite magazines 
because so few kids were able to name one.’ 

That’s not to say kids aren't reading—they’re 
just finding what they want to read elsewhere, he 
says. They're reading short-form content on so- 
cial media platforms and fan-fiction websites. But 
despite this downturn in magazine readership, 
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brand owners are turning to their glossy pages in 
an effort to expand kids properties. 

Brit bookco Egmont Publishing, for one, re- 
cently launched a kids title based on Channel 
5’s_ multi-platform preschool brand Milkshake!. 
Aurora World is partnering with Media Service 
Zawada to bow a YooHoo magazine in the Pol- 
ish market, meanwhile, and Acamar Films inked 
an agreement with Redan Publishing for a new 
monthly magazine for its Bing brand. 

California toyco MGA Entertainment, mean- 
while, teamed with Egmont to launch a Poopsie 
Slime Surprise magazine in October. The Poopsie 
toy range first launched in August 2018 and fea- 
tures unicorns kids can feed and sit on a potty to 


“produce” brightly colored slime. The magazine is 
available for US$5.17 (£3.99) and targets kids ages 
six to nine. 

Because Poopsie originated as a toy, MGA is 
using the monthly magazine to expand the world 
of the property, similar to its efforts around 
short-form content on YouTube and social media 
platforms. Because Poopsie doesn't have a TV se- 
ries or film, the magazine's editorial content lets 
ids learn more about the unicorn characters, 
says Sarah Fletcher, head of UK licensing for 
GA Entertainment. “It’s about giving the con- 
sumer more story behind our property. The way 
ids interact with our property is only through 
he toy, so I think the magazine gives them more 
engagement with the brand.” 

These branded titles aren't strictly filled with 
stories. Because they're targeting a younger age 
demographic, the magazines include plenty of 
activities and arts & crafts projects (think word 
searches, spot-the-difference puzzles and plen- 
y of opportunities to use a glue stick). And as 
important as it is to MGA to build out the world 
of the brand with content, there is no denying 
hat consumer products remain a key compo- 
nent, which is why the titles also feature cover 
mounts—items that are attached to the cover of 


he magazine and designed to entice kids and 
parents to make a purchase. 

“We avoid toys because we are a toy company, 
and we don't want to cannibalize our own suc- 


cess when we license,’ Fletcher says. “We tend to 
look at alternative options other than the collect- 
ible toys, like sticker packs, crafting sets, diaries, 
stationery sets and makeup.’ 

Because magazines are largely impulse 
purchases, these cover mounts are needed to 
provide a point of differentiation at retail, says 


Take 2. £3000 PRIZE — 100% 
Break's' 


B COLLECTION ' 


oe 


Laura Adnitt, Egmont’s publishing director for 
magazines. This is true across demographics, 
she says, including preschool (Egmont’s pre- 
school portfolio includes brands like Thomas 
& Friends, Ryan’s World and PAW Patrol) and 
primary (Poopsie Slime Surprise, My Little Pony 
and Disney Princess). 

“All of our magazines offer some added extra 
or the consumer, and that has become an expect- 
ed part of the product,’ Adnitt says. 

The cover mounts are designed to catch 
ids’ eyes, but marketing for the Poopsie mag- 
azine targets parents, and is largely handled by 
Egmont. The magazine features one page for ad- 
vertising, which is used to promote other MGA 
Entertainment brands or the company’s licens- 
ing partners. 

This focus on consumer products is one way 
branded magazines differ from other publish- 
ing efforts like storybooks, according to Alpha 
Group’s VP of international, media, TV and 
consumer products Antoine Erligmann. Addi- 
tionally, books are more closely related to the 
relationship between kids and parents, while 
magazines are more likely to be consumed by the 
child alone. All of those puzzles and activities are 
perfect for spare time at home or while traveling, 
while storybooks are associated with the shared 


experience of story time. 

‘Tt’s a different type of consumption,” he says. 
“There is more autonomy for the kids with the 
magazines because they’re simple activities they 
can do on their own.’ 

And since kids are engaging with maga- 
zines on their own, it’s crucial that a connec- 
tion between the child and the brand exists 
prior to purchase. The Super Wings magazine 
comes from Alpha Group and UK-based Signature 
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On the heels of Poopsie’s magazine success, MGA hopes to launch a glossy mag for its new Na! Na! Na! range 


April 2020 | CONSUMER PRODUCTS ye 19 


NEW! Z <= = mA 


power! 


Alpha Group uses contests to deepen reader 
engagement with its brand-based magazine titles 


Publishing, for example. Available for US$5.51 
(£4.25), the monthly title launched in January 
and features stories, arts & crafts and puzzles. 
The brand was already well-established across 
the UK. Super Wings is currently available in the 
UK, with the fourth season set to launch later 
this year on Cartoonito and Tiny Pop. And before 
the standalone title hit shelves, the Super Wings 
brand was featured in Signature Publishing's 
multi-property publication Fantastic Funworld. 
‘In general, I think you need a minimum of 
brand awareness to launch a magazine,’ says 
Erligmann. “In the UK, we were part of [Fantastic 
Funworld] for a long time; there would be competi- 
ions asking kids to draw their favorite characters, 
and Super Wings was always in the top-five or 
op-three. The multi-brand titles are low-risk, but 
hat helped us understand that we could support a 
standalone magazine” 
Erligmann argues these magazine titles are a 
crucial element of brand-building and increasing 
engagement. 
Even as the most recent Childwise study re- 
ports readership for children’s magazines is on 
the decline, it’s clear these branded offerings 
aren't the general interest titles your parents 
grew up with. The glossies being launched by 
toycos and IP owners function more like a blind 
bag filled with playthings and activities than 
they do a traditional magazine, and it doesn't 
seem like brands plan on stopping the presses 
any time soon. 
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Every two years or so, all things icky seem 
to come crawling back into the spotlight. 
But there was something different about 
the gross-out toys at this year’s NYTF— 
many of them were targeting girls. A 
new addition to Moose Toys’ Little Live 
Pets range, for example, is the Gotta Go 
Flamingo. This feathered friend eats food 
that turns into squishy, neon poop when 
it is placed on a water-filled miniature toi- 
et. Hitting shelves in October and target- 
ing kids ages four to eight, this fluffy 
pink flamingo would be perfectly at 


home in any little girl’s room. 


If you haven't jumped on the K-Pop bandwag- 
on yet, you're missing out. The genre has been 
a full-blown phenomenon for awhile now, 
and the toy industry is taking notice. Jazwares, 
for one, is partnering with the South Korean 
girl group Blackpink to launch a consumer 
products program including dolls, collectibles, 
plush and roleplay items. Each doll features 
outfits from hit music videos for songs like 
“Kill This Love” and “BOOMBAYAH,” creating 
24 outfits that can be mixed and matched. 
The range will launch in Target, with the first 


products hitting retail in June. 


Positively charming 


With endless opportunities to put a unique twist on every 
item under the sun, kids care more than ever about showing 
off their individuality. Many brands are taking advantage of 
that desire to customize with products like Redwood Ven- 
tures’ new collectibles range GoGo Gachas. Set to hit shelves 
this fall, the brand features a bracelet and fashion-themed 
charms that come packaged inside adorable accessories like 
miniature purses and shoes. Beyond the bracelet, kids can 
use the charms on any item of clothing they want to make 
uniquely theirs—putting a customizable and collectibles-fo- 


cused twist on the classic charm bracelet. 
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Kangaroos, koalas and more, oh my! 


Australia was struck by massive bushfires last year, and it 
seems many in the toy industry are sending their love and 
support Down Under by focusing on the territory’s most 
famous critters. Koalas and kangaroos were everywhere at 
this year’s New York Toy Fair, with the likes of Aurora World 
and Hasbro launching their takes on the cuddly Australian 
creatures. Hasbro's Furreal Mama Josie the Kangaroo product 


MAMA JOSIE comes with three baby joeys and responds to touch with 


THE KANGAROO - LE KANGOUROU - DAS KANGURU 
LA CANGURO - A CANGURU 


The green machine 


Any toymakers that weren't already on the sus- 
tainability train are now going green. Whether 
it’s using plant-based plastics or reducing pack- 
aging, it seems every IP owner is looking to make 
its upcoming efforts more eco-friendly. Ravel 
Tales, a new collectibles range from Sunny Days 
Entertainment, is an unboxing brand that replac- 
es plastic waste with yarn and string. Instead of 
throwing that packaging away, kids can use the 
string to make friendship bracelets, while the 
yarn can be woven into a bed for the collect- 
ible plush item they eventually unwrap. Bowing 
in May, the brand targets kids ages five and up. 


more than 70 reactions. She'lll be hopping onto shelves this 
fall, and is designed for kids ages four and older. 
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Product trends on the road to retail 


Fragrant Playthings 


It’s a scent-sation! Chris Byrne, president of New York-based Byrne Communications, explores perfumed consumer 
products to see which companies are jumping on the bandwagon and just how far it can keep rolling. 


Skyrocket’s unboxing brand 
Blume is proving to be a perennial hit, 
with new plant-inspired products set 
to hit shelves this year. The Blume Baby 
Pop range features seedlings that kids 
can pull out of a planter (with a satisfying 
“pop” sound effect, natch), revealing a 
baby or accessory. Launching this spring 
and targeting children ages three and up, 
the range will expand with scented floral 


figures in the fall. 


Scented products aren't 
new, but recently they seem to be pop- 
ping up on shelves after being on hiatus 
for several years. And while previous 
concerns about allergies or sensitivities to 
strong fragrances may have contributed 
to the decline of smelly playthings, Byrne 
doesn't think this current wave of fragrant 
toys will suffer from similar complaints. 
“We don't hear as much about that any- 
more. It was trendy for awhile, but | don’t 
think it’s a big risk at the moment.” 


Alpha Group is taking on 
the trend with SmellyPants, its newest 
range of SpongeBob SquarePants collect- 
ible figures. Scratch-and-sniff blind boxes 
reveal both fan favorites and uncommon 
characters alike, with the first items set 
to hit shelves this spring (and additional 
products launching at retail this fall). 
Targeting kids ages four and up, the col- 
lectibles themselves are also scented. 


Byrne believes the target 
demo for the fragrant items is the four- 
to-seven bracket because the novelty 
of smelly toys is something that appeals 
more to the younger set than to, say, 
preteens. “Kids really like it,” he says. “If 
you can give a toy a little bit of a fruit or 
floral scent, why not? If it’s successful, it 
will run its course in a year or so before 
retreating.” Gross-out smells don’t seem 
to be catching on in quite the same 
way, however (to the delight of parents 
everywhere). 


Hasbro's Play-Doh expanded 
last year with fresh textures for its new 
compounds including slime, putty, foam, 
cloud and krackle. This year will see the 
launch of additional compounds, as well 
as new scented offerings. And while Play- 
Doh is known for its trademark smell (se- 
riously, it’s trademarked and described as 
a combination of a salted, wheat-based 
dough and a vanilla fragrance, with cher- 
ry overtones), previous scented versions 
of the brand include cookie, cupcake, 
popcorn, peach, raspberry and apple. 


“There are so many 
compounds out there, so scent is a great 
product differentiator,” Byrne says. “And 
scent is a relatively inexpensive thing to 
do when it’s not impregnated in plastic. 
Compounds and arts and crafts categories 
lend themselves well to being scented— 
anything that’s a gel or liquid. It’s not 
impossible with plastic; it’s just not as easy 
because it requires a chemical process.” 


Netflix’s The Healing Powers of 
Dude tackles life with anxiety 


The kids are alright 


Now is the time to help kids develop their mental health coping skills. 


BY: ANNE KNIGHT 


onstant headlines about skyrocket- 

ing rates of depression, anxiety and 

suicide among today’s youth have 
become the norm. Some days, it seems as if it’s 
hardly news anymore. 

While media attention often focuses on the 
plight of high-schoolers, mental health struggles— 
anxiety in particular—often develop much earlier. 
In fact, reported cases of anxiety, depression and 
related behavioral issues start rising dramatically 
in the elementary and middle school years. Ac- 
cording to the National Education Association, 
anxiety is present even in kindergarten-aged 


children. “We expect so much from them, and 
they feel the pressure,’ says teacher Marty Davis. 

Even before the pressure of social media is 
added to the mix, kids are surrounded by anxiety- 
inducing news, pressures and schedules. By age 
six, kids are familiar with school lock-down drills 
to prep for active shooters. By age eight, they will 
be prepped for, and evaluated by, standardized 
tests—often told they cannot move up to the next 
grade if they don't pass. 

Outside of school, kids’ busy schedules pro- 
vide little respite from pressure-filled days. And 
even the most diligent parents can’t shield their 


children from daunting news stories: the sustain- 
ability of the planet, threats to our democracy, 
political divisiveness and global health threats. 

To combat these pressures and respond to the 
increased awareness of youth mental and emo- 
tional health struggles, organizations have devel- 
oped an expanded battery of innovative tools and 
resources for helping kids cope—both at school 
and at home. 


In response to research that draws a connection 
between mindfulness and lower levels of stress, 
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school districts have begun developing proactive 
mindfulness programs. And there are indications 
hat these programs will have a significant pay- 
off: A recent study at The Massachusetts Insti- 
ute of Technology found that sixth-graders who 
received mindfulness training not only reported 
feeling less stressed, but their brain scans showed 
reduced activation in the amygdala—the part of 
he brain that processes fear and emotions. 

One such program is in place at Woodland 
Elementary School in Massachusetts, where 
eachers lead students in breathing exercises 
and focusing on kind thoughts. If students are 
overwhelmed and need a break, they are en- 
couraged to take advantage of “recharge sta- 
tions” where they can decompress until they feel 
ready to return to their seat. 

While mindfulness and yoga may seem to some 
like solutions for a privileged few, Warner Arts 
Magnet Elementary School in Tennessee disproves 
this notion. With nearly 90% of the student body 
living in poverty—and many from families dealing 
with addiction—the school’s mindfulness program 
benefits not just the individual student, but also 
works to reduce emotion-induced behavioral prob- 
lems. When students misbehave, they have access 
to the “BeWell’ room with yoga mats, soothing mu- 
sic and an instructor to help with deep breathing. 
Over the past year, the principal says he has seen 
behavior referrals drop 80%. 


Screening out anxiety 

While many parents and child experts worry 
that too much screen time can negatively impact 
kids’ mental health, there is a recent increase 
in screen-based content designed to help kids 
cope with negative emotions. In addition to kid- 
centric apps teaching anxious children the skills 
they need, relatable characters—in both apps and 
on TV shows—are making kids and teens who suf- 
fer from mental health issues feel seen and heard. 

While there are several apps that address 
mindfulness for kids (including adult favorites 
Calm and Headspace), there are two that feature 
familiar characters to lead preschool-aged kids 
through mindfulness exercises. Breathe, Think, 
Do with Sesame features a familiar Sesame Street 
monster who needs help conquering a variety 
of difficulties, including anxiety, which in turn 
teaches kids how to stay calm and breathe. The 
Smiling Mind app, meanwhile, also targets kids as 
young as five, and has partnered with Trolls and 
The LEGO Movie 
films leading meditation exercises while discuss- 
ing challenges they face. 

As of January, kids suffering from anxiety also 
have a small-screen protagonist with whom they 
might relate. Noah Ferris, star of the Netflix series 
The Healing Powers of Dude, is a middle-school- 
er with crippling anxiety and an emotional 
support dog. The show's lighthearted, comedic 


o feature characters from the 
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Schools are launching programs like the “BeWell” 
room to teach children coping mechanisms 


approach to an otherwise daunting condition can 
help shed light on what it’s like for kids who strug- 
gle with anxiety. 

With these various screen options available, 
it seems like video games may be a natural next 
step. In a study funded by the Bill and Melinda 
Gates Foundation, the Center for Healthy Minds 
at the University of Wisconsin-Madison devel- 
oped a video game called Tenacity to help im- 
prove mindfulness in middle-school students. To 
advance in the game, players must count their 
breaths by tapping a touch screen. 

The study was primarily focused on how 
the game could influence kids’ attention levels 
(and found that it could re-wire their brains to 
be more attentive), but it also showed that video 
games can make kids more mindful overall. 

“Games for impact have entered the main- 
stream, affecting both consumers and the indus- 
try,’ says Constance Steinkuehler, a professor of 
informatics who led Tenacity’s creation while at 
UW-Madison. 


Escape—and emulate 
By harnessing kids’ desire to engage with en- 
tertainment to decompress and escape, the me- 
dia, toy and gaming industries can be powerful 
allies in families’ quest for wellbeing. Modeling 
behaviors, such as how to seek help, how to help 
a friend in need, and simply how to discuss emo- 
tions, are core opportunities for media to support 
kids coping with anxiety and depression. 
Content featuring characters who are diverse 
on the inside can propel kids’ emotional fluen- 
cy, sense of belonging and acceptance of others. 
Entertainment has the power to remove the stig- 
ma from mental and emotional wellness, boost 
awareness, and foster conversations to help kids 
eel less alone in their struggles. 


1 nnn 


ANNE KNIGHT is an insights genius at Smarty Pants, 
a youth and family research and consulting agency. 
For more information contact Meredith Franck at 
914-939-1897 or visit asksmartypants.com 
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inaGolness”? 


A channel 
of one’s own 


Linear TV is shedding viewers, and streamers are starting to look less 
like a golden ticket for all. OTT branded channels, offering a rapidly 
growing audience and a curated ad-supported ecosystem, are 


suddenly appealing to many in the kids industry. 


BY: ALEXANDRA WHYTE 


= he argument that the kids TV indus- 

try is in a state of flux has been so fre- 

quently repeated at industry events 

and in the news over the past five years, the 

phrase is dipping into the world of cliché—but it 
remains true. 

According to Nielsen, Nickelodeon's US rat- 
ings dropped to an average of 736,000 in 2019, 
down from 1.3 million in 2015. Cartoon Network's 
dipped to 355,000, from 1.06 million, and Disney 
Channels are at 410,000, down from 1.23 million. 


These behemoth brands used to serve as the gate- 
eepers of what kids watched. But when this slip 
began to take hold, a lot of people turned to You- 
Tube, which worked for awhile. 

Now, YouTube is having its own problems 
ollowing a landmark fine from the US Federal 
Trade Commission and the New York Attorney 
General. YouTube shut off ads for kids content, 


itting a lot of kids channels hard, including 
AVOD network WildBrain Spark. In its most re- 
cent Q2 financial report, the company reported 


a 40% year-over-year decrease in revenue since 
the change was introduced in January. And 
WildBrain Spark expects AVOD revenues will 
continue to slide over the remaining two quar- 
ters of the fiscal year. 

OTT branded channels, quietly waiting in the 
wings, are poised to fill this growing white space. 

Setting aside cost and discoverability issues 
fora moment, OTT channels offer an opportunity 
for kids content distribution because the indus- 
try can capitalize on an audience already flocking 
to the platform. With OTT, producers can build 
a brand in an environment where the ads and 
content are customizable—allowing producers to 
maintain control of their rights. 

OTT, or over-the-top, is a broad category that 


covers all forms of streaming services offered di- 
rectly to viewers through the internet. OTT by- 
passes cable, broadcast and satellite television plat- 
forms that usually control content distribution. 
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LOL Surprise! Pop Up Dance Party | 


UNBOXED! | LOL Surprise! O.MS. 
Lights | Season 5 Episode 4 


UNBOXED! | LOL Surprise! OM. 
Lights Glitter Pets & Tots | Season. 


(It should be noted, however, that as linear rat- 
ings continue to slip, several traditional players 
are reportedly looking to buy these services and 
get in the game.) 

A few platforms allow producers and distrib- 
utors to create and disseminate their own brand- 
ed channels, including Amazon Prime Channels, 
Amazon Fire, Apple TV, Roku and Xumo (which 
was just purchased by Comcast). Like a YouTube 
channel, producers and distributors are able to 
upload whatever content they want to a brand- 
ed channel, where it lives as a content hub for a 
single IP or an entire body of work. These chan- 
nels can be accessed through a web browser or a 
device like an Amazon Fire stick or Roku box, or 
simply by buying a connected TV that offers this 
OTT software. Each channel decides whether or 
not to run ads. Many of the OTT channels are 


from linear content providers, like Showtime or 
PBS, but there is a growing contingent of others 
led by producers and distributors. 

The reach of OTT branded channels is grow- 
ing as the providers expand their household 
penetration. Amazon Prime is up to 100 million 
US subscribers as of January, according to data 
from Consumer Intelligence Research Partners. 
(Of that number, only Amazon is sure exactly 
how many people are buying products versus 
watching content.) 

Roku, meanwhile, hit 37 million active ac- 


counts in February, according to its own earn- 
ings report. Those figures continue to climb— 
especially for the ad-based channels that don’t 
require a subscription. 

“With the proliferation of subscription-based 
streaming services, many families are saying, 
‘We've cut the cord, and we're only going to 
take on a couple of subscriptions. How are we 
filling some of these other areas?” says David Di 
Lorenzo, head of kids and family at OTT distri- 
bution specialist Future Today. “Families are al- 
ways going to look for more free content, and 
kids don’t mind watching advertising.” 


UNBOXED! | LOL Surprise! O.MG. 
Lights | Season 5 Episode 4 


UNBOXED! | LOL Surprise! OMG. 
Styling Head | Season Episode 2 


LOL Surprise! | Stop Motion 
Cartoon | Galentine’s Day Cruise. 


UNBOXED! | LOL Surprise! 
#Hairvibes | Season 5 Episode 1 


As the race to launch new streaming services 
continues, most research shows people will only 
pay for three or four subscription services—sug- 
gesting that the smaller players willbe left out. The 
OTT branded channel distribution model offers 
a way into homes without going through those 


gatekeepers. “It’s an opportunity to get in front 
of more consumers because these are consumer- 
acing brands looking for audience reach,’ says 
Di Lorenzo. 


Building a brand 

GA Entertainment launched its first OTT chan- 
nels in April 2019 in partnership with Future 
Today and SuperAwesome. L.O.L. Surprise! con- 
ent is now on Roku, Apple TV and Amazon 
Fire, with 60 videos from the brand’s YouTube 
channel. MGA has expanded its offering by add- 


ing other IPs, and new content weekly. 

Unlike YouTube, the OTT branded channels 
on these platforms act as contained ecosystems. 
The user only leaves if they deliberately decide 
o find something else to watch—there’s no auto- 
play to usher viewers to a new channel. 

OTT platforms have the added benefit of 
boosting smaller IPs that might get lost on a 
arge platform like YouTube. And that closed 
circuit tends to mean longer watch times, says 
Anne Parducci, chief content officer at MGA 
Entertainment. 

Yet despite the benefits, Parducci doesn’t rec- 
ommend anyone launch new IPs on these OTT 
branded channels because there are so many 
competitors to choose from—new brands will be 
ost in the crowd. (Roku, for example, has 3,000 
channels, and around 600 are dedicated to kids 
content.) Instead, Parducci suggests the platforms 


can be used to promote an existing brand. 
“There’s a cost to [putting content on OTT 
branded channels], so you really have to be smart 
about what your objective is,’ she says. 
“We're primarily a toy company. We are 
actively out there promoting our toys and cre- 


MGA adds new videos to its branded channels every week 


ating engaging content to expand into brands 
with L&M”’ 

In line with that objective, MGA isn’t looking 
to make a lot of money from OTT channels, so all 
of its videos launched without advertising for the 
first six months, and have only recently become 
ad-supported. “As TV audiences decline and OTT 
grows, we're consistently seeing growth every 


month in the number of people who install the 


app onto their televisions. We're seeing consis- 


ent growth in views and the watch time is pretty 


ong, so it’s significantly sticky,’ says Parducci. 


Adapting existing content 

Pocket.watch saw those linear declines and was 
ooking for ways to diversify beyond YouTube. 
These OTT channels seemed like a good solution 


o the problem, which is why it released content 
on the Roku kids and family channel, as well as on 


Samsung TV Plus and Xumo. 

Rather than investing a lot of money in creat- 
ing new content for OTT, the LA-based company 
adapted existing YouTube content by taking it 
off the platform, removing anything that would 
make it seem native to YouTube (such as telling 
kids to “like and subscribe” or “comment down 
below’). The initial repackaging was expensive, 
but it’s manageable at scale, says David Williams, 
SVP and GM of channels at Pocket.watch. 

There's definitely a cost, and it’s not trivial) 
says Williams. “But once a package of content 
has been optimized for off-YouTube distribution, 
we're motivated to put it on as many platforms 
as we can.’ 

A main push to be on OTT and create a brand- 
ed channel is simply to be everywhere that kids 
are. So as more kids use Apple TV or Amazon Fire, 
Pocket.watch wants to ensure they find Ryan Toys 
Reviews (and its other creators) everywhere. 

And since, for the most part, these branded 
channels need to be viewed on an actual TV, it 
provides an easier path into co-viewing. If kids 


are watching something on a big-screen TV in 


Roku 


HappykKids.tv 


* Go to channel 


« Remove channel 


« View screenshots 
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the living room, their parents are much more 
likely to join them. 

“One of the things we see happening in the 
space is the rise of the television set as a viewing 
platform, when previously it was a lot of mobile 
and tablet viewing,’ says Williams. “Smart TVs 
are the fastest-growing device for consuming 
streaming video, and it’s really interesting if you 
think about it how the television [set] over the 
past few years has transformed from a display 
for your cable and satellite feed, to a display for 
streaming video.’ 


ie 
An early adopter in the space, Genius Brands Net- 
work has had its own OTT channels since 2016. 
Now Baby Genius (for three to fives)and Kid Genius 
(for six to 11s) are available as branded channels on 
Amazon Prime, Apple TV, Android TV, Roku, 
Amazon Fire and Xumo. 

The two channels’ offerings include origi- 
nal content like Thomas Edison’s Secret Lab, as 
well as acquired content such as The Day Henry 


Featured Free 


Met...? But SVP of international distribution 
Caroline Tyre, who joined the company in 2019, 
doesn't recommend producers or distributors try 
to launch entirely unique content now without 
partnering with another channel that has bigger 
name recognition first. 

“Only 5% of the 5,000-plus video apps are dis- 
coverable on a lot of these platforms,’ says Tyre. 
Genius Brands, for example, has Llama Llama 
(Netflix) and Rainbow Rangers (Nickelodeon) 
content on its OTT branded channels to help ul- 
timately drive kids into the ecosystems. It’s only 
once kids are hooked, and audiences know they 
can reliably find new content for free, Tyre says, 
that producers can branch out. 

Now, Genius Brands is looking to promote 
other producers’ content, and recently picked up 
75 original videos from gaming-focused AVOD 
platform Tankee. 

“We know kids are really into gaming right 
now, and on other platforms there's a lot of in- 
appropriate ads,’ says Tyre. “But on these plat- 
forms, everything is COPPA-compliant. And it’s 


Pocket.watch repurposes YouTube content for OTT to keep costs down 
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much more curated because we're looking at it 
and making sure it’s safe and not violent.” 

She is now actively looking for more content 
to pick up and put on the Kid Genius and Baby 
Genius channels. Producers looking to fill their 
own channels face unique challenges as there 
can be a financial barrier to entry. So Genius 
Brands absorbs the costs of reformatting con- 
tent for each platform and then splits revenue 
from the advertising 50/50 with the producer. 

Maximizing that revenue, Genius usually 
negotiates with each platform to be able to sell 
its own advertising. Some platforms place all of 
he advertising in-house, but if distributors can 
bring advertising or sponsorship to the table, 
hey’ll get a bigger cut of the profits, she says. 

To do all of 
based Dooya Media Group, which not only helps 
sell and place the advertising, but also aids Genius 
with discoverability by making sure that the con- 


his, Genius works with Las Vegas- 


ent is searchable. 
While all of this is a bit more difficult than 
just uploading content on YouTube, ultimately it’s 


worth it, says Tyre. “It was really important to us 
o create something that was more curated, where 
we could either manage the ads or [pull them al- 


ogether]—especially because people are worried 
about what's going to come up on YouTube’ 


ia 
Ultimately, one thing that all producers stressed 
was that the metrics of success keep shifting in 
kids TV, and so to build a brand, everyone's best 
bet is to be everywhere. 

“If you're looking to expand your kids brands 
into licensing, merchandising and other areas, 
you need to capture more audience than what 
you're going to capture on just one segment,’ 
says Vikrant Mathur, co-founder of Future To- 
day. “So a lot of partners are using additional 
outlets—OTT specifically—to help drive aware- 
ness and audiences back to that longer format 
that they can find on the other services.” 
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Potato and Duck This buddy comedy unfolds when Duck, 


d t be hipster bird, pluck 
Blue Zoo Animation Studio (UK) ee oes eee eee nee 


Worm, a lazy and manipulative invertebrate, 
2D animation 


out of the ground to eat. But Duck gets more than 
52 x Tl minutes he bargained for when he also yanks out a happy-go- 
US$9.5 million lucky Potato. Duck takes pity on the starchy spud and 
A bible, pilot script and some short animation tests makes it his mission to teach the uncouth vegetable 
are complete. Blue Zoo is working towards a full 1l-minute the ways of the hipster. Unwilling to give up his home 
pilot, due August 2020. Looking for global broadcast inside of Potato, Worm is forced to go along for the 


presales to greenlight the series. ride as the unlikely companions set off on adventures 


Fall 2022 and learn to live together. 
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Cabin 51 


Headspinner Productions 
(Canada), Corus Entertainment (Canada) 
Live action 
10 x 60 minutes 
USS$904,000 per episode 
In early development, with 
the companies seeking prebuys. 
Spring 2021 


When 14-year-old Alexandra signs 
up to be a junior counselor at Camp 
Wawasum, she has no idea that she’s 
about to be trapped in an endless 
summer. In this adventure series 
created by Ken Cuperus (Berenstain 
Bears, Total Drama Island), Alexandra 
will have to enter a creepy—and 
glowing—dilapidated structure to 
unravel a mystery more than a 
hundred years in the making. 


Aliens VS Cavemen Created by Dan Clark (Team Smithereen, Gridsmasher), who 


is also serving as showrunner, this fish-out-of-water comedy 


Toon2Tango (Germany), Mondo TV (Ital 
60 ( y) Ce orbits around two aliens who attempt to capture a troop of 


2D animation pt : » Byes: ; 
unhygienic, seemingly stupid prehistoric cavemen as specimens for 


78 x seven minutes their planet's intergalactic zoo. However, the cavemen somehow always 
US$6.3 million manage to foil the high-tech aliens in this blend of slapstick and buddy 
A full bible and teaser are finished, with scripts in comedy. Toon2Tango and MondoTV have previously partnered on the 
development. The prodcos are seeking broadcaster presales. in-development series Agent 203 for kids ages six to nine, and preschool 


2022 series Hey Fuzzy Yellow. 
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Nit-Witz 
Splash Entertainment (US), Beli Productions (France), 
Apache (France), Oasis Animation (Canada) 
2D animation 
52 x Il minutes 
USSI13 million 
A script, teaser and show bible are available. 
2021 


Three carefree young creatures known as Nitz are cast out of the Isle of Liceland, 

a head of hair where they lived happily among their own. Left to roam the strange 
universe of a sixth-grade classroom, the trio find themselves out of their depth and 
forced to overcome their fears, transcend their stupidity, and successfully hop from 
head to head on a journey to find the lost paradise they used to call home. 


Seekers 
Submarine (Amsterdam) 
3D CG animation 
26 x 22 minutes 
USS10 million 


A premise and some character art and environments are available. Pro- 
ducers Bruno Felix and Femke Wolting are looking for investors, co-producers 
and distribution partners. A US$20-million feature film is also in development. 


Early 2022 


Inspired by the art of Montreal-based art 
director Dani Diez, this science fiction 
adventure-comedy tells the story of a 
group of teens who break out of prison 
and search for a way to wipe their records 
clean. The original story, written and devel- 
oped by Alex Dowding and Phil Molloy, 
sees the teens journey across a 
forcefield-divided universe filled 


with bad guys. 
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WHO KNEW? 


Mattel’s Christopher Keenan takes a break from 
content to create his own Technicolor world with... 


THE WIZARD OF OZ 
hristopher Keenan, SVP and executive pro- 
ducer of content development and produc- 


tion for Mattel Television, knows how to 
follow the yellow brick road. Keenan first saw the 1939 
classic The Wizard of Oz when he was a toddler—and 
was instantly obsessed with the film. 

Keenan's love for the movie inspired him to start col- 
lecting memorabilia. Eventually, his collection—which 
includes books from the 1900s and a line of action fig- 
ures from the 1970s—became so unwieldy that he had 
to move it out of his home and into a storage unit. 

“People tend to give me a lot of licensed things and 
novelty items, which are fun, but as a collector I’m always 
looking for antiquity. The rarer, the better,” Keenan says. 

And while he wouldn't say no to a pair of those 
iconic ruby slippers, the piece of memorabilia Keenan 
most covets is the original Wicked Witch of the West’s 
hourglass. In recent years, he has also been on the hunt 
for items that, while not on set with Judy Garland, are 
exact replicas of props from the film. 

“One thing | obsessed over for a long time was 
[finding] a basket that was identical to the one Dorothy 
carried,” he explains. “I knew | was never going to get 
the actual movie prop, so it became this quest to find 
a basket that was the exact right size, shape and color.” 

More than anything, Keenan loves delving into the 
film’s history and uncovering new details that make the 
story feel fresh—the way it did when he watched The 
Wizard of Oz asa kid. 

“It’s not about the value of the merchandise,” he says. 
“These items create an emotional connection to that 
film, that story and those characters.” — Elizabeth Foster 
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